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Abstract 
Family engagement in schools is examined concerning its benefits, characteristics, common 
barriers, and how it can be developed. There is a consensus that increased family engagement 
leads to a better overall educational performance from students. Family engagement literature 
does well in describing the benefits, characteristics, and common barriers to family engagement. 
However, to gain a complete understanding of how family engagement in schools can be 
promoted, further research needs to look at various measures that have proven to be effective.  
 Keywords: Family engagement, characteristics, schools, barriers, benefits 
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Introduction 
Family engagement in schools has long been a topic of discussion and research. There is 
a consensus that increased family engagement leads to a better overall educational performance 
from students (Epstein, 1987; Carlisle, Stanley, & Kemple, 2005). Although it is clear family 
engagement helps students, it is not clear what the best ways to promote family engagement are. 
To gain a complete understanding of how family engagement in schools can be developed, it is 
important to understand the various elements of family engagement. This paper will focus on a 
variety of studies related to family engagement and it will examine valuable contributions that 
have been made toward research in this area. Characteristics of family engagement, common 
barriers, and how family engagement can be improved will all be discussed.  
In addition to improving educational outcomes for students, increased family engagement 
offers much more to all its stakeholders. It is helpful for young children when they are initially 
transitioning to school and throughout early grades (Carlisle et al., 2005, Miedel & Reynolds, 
1999). Family engagement activities such as classroom volunteering have shown to improve 
kindergarten reading achievement (Miedel & Reynolds, 1999). When schools take the time to 
involve families, parents become more involved which results in greater achievement in math 
and reading skills for kindergarten students (Galindo & Sheldon, 2012). Family engagement can 
also help counteract potential risks that could lead to underachievement in school. By 
implementing parent involvement early, it sets a strong foundation for family-school relations 
(Miedel & Reynolds, 1999). Students throughout their academic years, but especially in early 
childhood, need the support coming collaboratively from both their school and their families.  
During the middle school transition, when high levels of parental involvement and 
teacher support are paired together, students achieve higher grade point averages then when 
FAMILY ENGAGEMENT IN SCHOOLS  5 
parents are less involved (Gutman & Midgley, 2000). Parental involvement alone is not enough 
to have a significant positive impact on grade point average, it also needs teacher support to go 
with it (Gutman & Midgley, 2000). Schools and families must recognize that it takes a team 
approach to help students. Family engagement not only provides benefits to the students but also 
schools and parents. Along with helping students in school, family engagement helps schools 
gain a greater understanding of the whole child (Carlisle et al., 2005). While parents can learn 
more about their children’s learning process and who they work with daily during the school 
year (Carlisle et al., 2005).  
Across all age levels, academic achievement is impacted by perceived parental 
homework involvement (Núñez et al., 2015). When students feel that they have increased 
homework support from their parents, they perform better academically. By providing 
homework support to their students, parents provide motivational resources that are important in 
fostering positive engagement in schools. Specifically, older students, gain a sense of self-control 
and self-regulation regarding their homework behaviors. By helping parents to improve their 
understanding of productive involvement behaviors, more students will increase the homework 
that they complete, and students will improve their academic achievement ((Núñez et al., 2015). 
 When parents are involved in schools it models to their children both the importance of 
school and how to handle different situations (Grolnick & Slowiaczek, 1994). Children may also 
feel that they are of more importance if their parents are invested in their schooling. Through 
involvement in school, parents model to their children that they have the power to control 
outcomes and create change. This could help empower students in realizing that school outcomes 
are often controllable (Grolnick & Slowiaczek, 1994). Family engagement can have powerful 
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effects on students. When collaborative family engagement is reached, the students, parents, and 
school will all benefit.  
Characteristics of Family Engagement 
Types of Parent Involvement in Schools 
 Parent involvement with schools can come in a variety of forms. Research from Epstein 
(1987) identified four main types of parent involvement in school. The first type of parent 
involvement is the basic obligations of parents. This type focuses on the basic needs that parents 
must meet for their children. The basic needs include food, clothing, shelter, health, and safety. 
General school supplies and an opportunity to do homework at home may also be grouped into 
this category. One of the school’s jobs is to find a way to support families when they are not 
meeting basic needs. At times this may mean reaching out to social service agencies within the 
community for assistance (Epstein, 1987). Schools need to make sure that they make families 
aware that the school can be a valuable tool for connecting families to the resources that they 
need.  
The second type of parent involvement is communication between the family and the 
school (Epstein, 1987). Both schools and parents have an obligation to each other to keep an 
open line of communication. Forms of communications often include phone calls, emails, face-
to-face meetings, memos, conferences, workshops, report cards, and calendar sharing (Epstein, 
1987). Communication can also include working cooperatively with a school to make decisions 
about a child’s education or a school’s programs and policies (Raffaele & Knoff, 1999). Parent-
teacher association or school task forces are ways in which parents can be actively involved in 
making these decisions on education, programs, or policies (Raffaele & Knoff, 1999). Epstein 
(1987) found that most parents do not have frequent communication with teachers about topics 
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such as their children’s progress. Communication goes both ways and both teachers and parents 
need to make a collaborative effort to stay connected and up to date with each other.  
The third type of parent involvement is where parents are active at the school (Epstein, 
1987). This can include things such as involvement with parent organizations, assisting at the 
school, chaperoning on field trips, fund-raising, or partnering with the school in the community 
(Epstein, 1987). Volunteering in the classroom or attending school concerts are also ways in 
which parents take part in education in the school building (Raffaele & Knoff, 1999). When 
parents are involved at schools it has a positive impact on the interactions between parents and 
teachers (Epstein, 1987). When students observe positive interactions between parents and 
teachers, they realize that their family values and respects school (Carlisle et al., 2005). By 
increasing the positive interactions between teachers and parents, it could go a long way toward 
opening better lines of communication for family engagement. Although it is essential to keep in 
mind that not all parents can be active at the school building. In these situations, parents should 
not be criticized because they are not active at school, but instead, there should be alternative 
ways presented for how they can be involved (Epstein & Voorhis, 2010).  
The fourth type of parent involvement is assisting children with learning at home 
(Epstein, 1987). This form of involvement is where parents provide direct assistance to their 
children with the schoolwork that they bring home (Epstein, 1987). Helping with homework or 
reading to a child are examples of ways in which parents can support their child’s educational 
development through home-based activities (Raffaele & Knoff, 1999). Parent assistance is 
generally based around various instructions and requests that teachers put forward. Although 
many parents help their children with schoolwork, regardless of whether the teacher provides 
instructions to do so. In general, most parents would benefit if they were given ways in which 
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they can help their children develop specific academic skills at home (Epstein, 1987). Schools 
need to seek parent feedback on what training or instruction parents would like concerning 
working with their children at home. Gaining a better understanding of what parents are looking 
for, could help schools identify better ways to help families be involved. 
Family Engagement in High Schools 
Family engagement is often strongest for students that are in younger grades and 
engagement levels decline as students get older (Epstein, 1986; Hornby & Lafaele, 2011; Simon, 
2001). It is important to understand that family involvement at the high school level is just as 
important as any other grade level. Simon (2001) analyzed reports from parents and principals on 
the National Education Longitudinal Study of 1988, to learn about family involvement in high 
schools. It was found that high school and family partnerships positively influence teenagers’ 
grades, courses completed, attendance, behavior, and school preparedness. When parents 
supported their children in the context of them being learners, they were more likely to have 
success while in school (Simon, 2001). If parents are not actively involved in the education of 
their children by the time they are in high school, it is still worth trying to get them engaged. The 
research (Simon, 2001) shows that even by the time students are seniors in high school the 
involvement habits of their families are not fixed. There is still opportunity and reason to work 
with parents that have children in upper grades. Schools can promote family engagement and 
involvement across all grade levels.  
Parent Views 
Communicating with parents and getting them to become engaged can often be obstacles 
for schools. Epstein (1986) used a questionnaire to find out how parents viewed teachers 
regarding family engagement. Parents believe that teachers are the ones who control the primary 
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flow of information. When communication coming from teachers is limited, boundaries grow 
between the two groups and collaboration is restricted. On the other hand, when communication 
from teachers is strong, parents have a much more positive outlook towards the school. In these 
instances, parents were also more aware of teacher efforts, knew more about their child’s 
instruction, and rated teachers higher in interpersonal skills and teaching quality (Epstein, 1986). 
It cannot be understated how valuable strong communication from teachers towards parents can 
be. 
In today’s schools, technology is becoming the primary method of communication for 
many schools and families. Technology is valuable in that it provides extensive access to 
families and it allows family members to be involved without being physically present in a 
school (Hall & Quinn, 2014). Although technology has many benefits, it should not be a 
substitute for parental engagement. Many parents are not ready to fully embrace technology as 
the primary communication method for families and schools. The issue is that not all families 
have access or the skills to use computers. If we rely too much on technology, this can prevent 
some parents from becoming fully engaged in the school process. Technology cannot replace a 
friendly smile, a welcoming school atmosphere, personal calls, home visits, school activities, and 
various school-parent meetings (Hall & Quinn, 2014). 
Educator Views 
 Family engagement in schools is not an easy process for all educators. In general, most 
educators understand that increased family engagement can be beneficial for a struggling student 
(Raffaele & Knoff, 1999). Although educators recognize the benefits of family engagement, 
there can be considerable challenges and frustrations on their end when it comes to encouraging 
it. Where educators struggle is often when it comes to getting uninvolved parents to participate. 
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These issues arise when parents fail to respond to contact attempts, miss meetings, or if they 
don’t follow through with school recommendations. When this occurs, educators will often quit 
trying to get parents involved and move on to what they can do with students while they are in 
school. The problem with this is that parent involvement begins with educators and if educators 
stop, then it will be difficult to form meaningful connections (Raffaele & Knoff, 1999). There 
must be a concerted effort by schools to prevent educators from reaching this point where they 
are too frustrated to promote family engagement.   
Mechanisms to Promote Achievement 
 Parents play a valuable role in family engagement and they can play a significant role in 
promoting student achievement. Research from Hill and Taylor (2004) identified two 
mechanisms in which school involvement by parents can help develop achievement from 
students. The first mechanism is social capital. Social capital occurs from meeting other parents, 
who provide various information and insights about the school and its processes. Social capital 
helps parents increase their overall skills and information, which in turn makes parents more 
capable of helping their children in school-related activities. The second mechanism is social 
control. Social control is when schools and families work together to be consistent with the 
messages that are being sent to students. These messages focus on behavioral and academic 
expectations and how they can be presented consistently for students to clearly understand (Hill 
& Taylor, 2004).  
Barriers to Family Engagement 
Factors Acting as Barriers 
It is recognized that family engagement can be incredibly beneficial to students, schools, 
and families. A concern is that it is not always easy to implement various family engagement 
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strategies due to different barriers that exist for family engagement. Hornby and Lafaele (2011) 
outline a four-factor model that explains some of the common barriers that exist when it comes 
to family engagement. The first factor is parent and family factors. Parents or guardians may 
believe that their role should be minimal in their child’s education or they may lack confidence 
in their ability to help their child. The second factor is child factors. Younger children are seen as 
being more positive about their parents being involved in school, while older students are seen as 
being less enthusiastic about their presence. This is often seen as a misinterpretation as 
adolescents still desire and benefit from their parents being involved. The third factor is parent 
and teacher interactions. There are often inconsistencies in the communication and effort put in 
from both sides. The fourth factor is societal factors. This deals with the fact that many schools 
are historically inflexible and that schools often must justify their use of resources in terms of 
how it is directly increasing student educational performance (Hornby & Lafaele, 2011). These 
barriers often hinder the family engagement process and they are not easily dealt with due to 
their complexity. Before family engagement can be promoted, the potential barriers that limit 
progress and development should be identified. 
Barriers Perceived by Parents and School Professionals 
 When identifying barriers to family engagement the thoughts and concerns of both 
parents and school professionals must be heard. Barriers to family engagement are experienced 
by both parties, but the specific barriers that each party faces may differ. Johnson, Pugach, and 
Hawkins (2004) outlined some of these different barriers that parents and school professionals 
identified as preventing better family participation in schools. Along with identifying these 
barriers, potential steps that schools can take to come to a resolution are offered (Johnson et al., 
2004).  
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For parents, the three primary barriers to family participation in schools are logistics, 
communication, and a lack of understanding of school rules (Johnson et al., 2004). Logistics is 
seen as an issue because parents may have trouble getting off work to attend school events, 
meetings, or conferences. Lack of transportation options and the need to find babysitters were 
also highlighted. Potential solutions to logistical concerns include having school professionals 
open to meeting families at community centers or a family home. Schools could also provide 
childcare to families during school or school held events. Schools could also be willing to work 
with families on determining convenient times that parents could come to the school and how 
that time could be used most efficiently (Johnson et al., 2004). 
Parents viewed communication as a concern because of the different cultural and 
socioeconomic backgrounds that families come from (Johnson et al., 2004). These backgrounds 
can often differ from the backgrounds of the professionals that work in a school. Potential 
solutions for this concern include focusing on positive communication skills. Positive 
communication skills include being a good listener, noticing non-verbal communication, and 
developing rapport (Johnson et al., 2004). All of which could go a long way towards showing 
families that a school values their input.  
The third barrier that parents identified was a lack of understanding of various rules 
(Johnson et al., 2004). Schools often use covert rules that can be complex and difficult to 
understand for families. To help make sure that this is not a problem, schools can make their 
rules of operation public, educate families on how to access school resources, and avoid using 
verbiage that families may not understand (Johnson et al., 2004).  
For school professionals, the three primary barriers to family participation in schools 
were parental apathy, time constraints, and professional expertise (Johnson et al., 2004). 
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Although parental apathy is a primary concern for school professionals, it is often overstated, 
especially for families of minority students. Potential reasons for parental apathy include parents 
having had negative experiences previously with schools, they feel as though they have little 
influence, or based on their cultural norms they believe that the teacher knows best. To combat 
parental apathy, schools can work on making schools a more positive place where parents get a 
positive feeling and there are positive outcomes. Schools should also provide opportunities for 
parents to have increased influence within the schools via representation on committees or teams 
(Johnson et al., 2004). By creating a more positive environment for parents and providing them 
with a sense of influence, they will likely become more engaged.  
Time constraints are a serious concern that school professionals face because they have 
limited time they can meet with parents during the day (Johnson et al., 2004). As schools try to 
be more flexible for parents, it can create a conflict for teachers who are being asked to take time 
away from their own families during the evening and weekends. To address this concern, schools 
should focus on efficiently conducting meetings to maximize the limited time that is available 
(Johnson et al., 2004). Although this is likely not enough, schools will need to get creative and 
look for new ways to meet the needs of families, while also not stretching school professionals 
too thin.  
The last barrier identified by school professionals is professional expertise (Johnson et 
al., 2004). The concern here is that teacher preparation programs do not provide teachers enough 
training or skills on how to support families. To address this concern, school professionals 
should work on developing their fundamental communication skills. Being a good communicator 
will help school professionals when establishing partnerships with families (Johnson et al., 
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2004). School administrators could also look to provide training to school professionals on how 
they can better support families.  
Cultural Barriers 
 Taking a one-size-fits-all approach to family engagement is not an effective practice. 
Lopez’s (2001) research looked at immigrant and migrant families and how they were involved 
in their children’s education. The research was qualitative in design and used observations and 
in-depth interviews to collect data (Lopez, 2011). This research is beneficial because it provides 
an inside look at the views that specific immigrant and migrant families have concerning family 
engagement in schools.  
  It was found that parent involvement can look incredibly different from a cultural 
standpoint (Lopez, 2011). The immigrant and migrants’ families were actively engaged in raising 
their children to succeed in school but based on their cultural views they did not feel the 
necessity to be directly involved at school. When the parents were viewed from a traditional 
involvement concept, they were viewed as uninvolved parents (Lopez, 2001). Involvement 
perceptions and expectations can often be misunderstood when going from one culture to 
another. Schools need to be cognizant of how marginalized parents may already be involved in 
their children’s education (Lopez, 2001). Schools need to be open to expanding their traditional 
views of family engagement to be sensitive to various cultural perspectives. 
Additional Barriers 
 Other barriers to family engagement include family socioeconomic background, 
psychological state, and self-perceptions (Hill & Taylor, 2004). When it comes to parent’s 
socioeconomic background, those who come from a higher socioeconomic background are more 
likely to be involved in schools than those from lower socioeconomic backgrounds. This is likely 
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due to several factors such as lack of flexible work schedules, resources, transportation, or 
increased stress due to where they live (Hill & Taylor, 2004). Schools should work to connect 
with parents who come from socially or economically disadvantaged backgrounds long before a 
child is referred for problems in school (Raffaele & Knoff, 1999). Parent psychological state 
plays a role because depression and anxiety can generate greater barriers toward parent 
involvement (Hill & Taylor, 2004). Self-perceptions have an impact because if parents have 
negative perceptions of themselves, it may be difficult for them to make connections and become 
comfortable at a school (Hill & Taylor, 2004). Becoming more aware of the impacts that parent 
psychological state and self-perceptions can have on family engagement is necessary for helping 
educate parents.  
Barriers to family engagement come in all shapes and forms. By recognizing the various 
barriers to family engagement, schools can better identify strategies that are needed to overcome 
these challenges. When these barriers are addressed with proper strategies, school engagement 
can be developed and improved. 
Improving Family Engagement 
Primary Beliefs 
 Once the characteristics and barriers of family engagement have been identified, it is 
important to understand what strategies are effective in improving family engagement. When 
schools are intentional about implementing specific practices to involve families, they are more 
successful in achieving family engagement (Galindo & Sheldon, 2012). In the context of family 
engagement, there are four primary beliefs that schools can follow to help promote effective 
home-school collaboration (Raffaele & Knoff, 1999). The first belief is the need to be proactive 
over being reactive. All families should be welcomed and encouraged to participate at the 
FAMILY ENGAGEMENT IN SCHOOLS  16 
beginning of a student’s education. Starting collaboration right away when a student begins their 
educational career is much more effective than waiting for school-related difficulties to arise. 
Another important belief is to be sensitive and respectful to families’ cultural backgrounds. 
Schools can do this by understanding that there are going to be cultural differences between 
home and school. Schools should strive to understand and appreciate these differences, along 
with helping families do the same. The next primary belief is to recognize and value that parents 
have important contributions to make toward school and their children’s education. It should be 
consciously communicated that both educators and parents bring value to a student’s education. 
Educators cannot and should not look to do it alone. The last belief is home and school 
collaboration can empower parents. This can be done through positive and meaningful 
communication between families and the school. The collaboration should be built on a 
foundation of mutual trust and respect (Raffaele & Knoff, 1999).  Following these beliefs can 
help introduce meaningful change within schools. 
The Process to Maximize Success 
  When schools are looking to improve their family engagement processes, they need to 
identify a plan that facilitates the potential outcomes they are looking for. Epstein and Dauber 
(1991) conducted research using a teacher questionnaire that focused on various teacher practices 
regarding family engagement. Descriptive statistics were used to summarize the strengths and 
weaknesses of the schools when it came to family engagement. Formal analysis of patterns and 
connections of teacher attitudes were collected concerning family engagement (Epstein & 
Dauber, 1991). The methods allowed for results to be formed regarding attitudes and current 
processes being used in family engagement.  
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 Based on their findings, Epstein and Dauber (1991) generated a five-step approach to 
help schools maximize success when developing a family engagement program. The first step is 
to determine the current strengths and weaknesses. This is the starting point and allows schools 
to determine where they are at right now and what improvements they need to make. The second 
step is to identify hopes, dreams, and goals. This stage works on figuring out what the program 
should look like in three to five years. The third step is deciding who is responsible for what 
goals. School staff needs to take ownership of their roles and objectives. The fourth step is to 
evaluate as you progress through the program. It is important to identify what is working and 
what needs to change. The fifth step is to continually support the program's development. Family 
engagement programs take time to develop and they are going to need continuous attention and 
supports (Epstein & Dauber, 1991). Having a process to follow can help ensure that a program is 
headed in the right direction and that it is covering everything that is required. This is a short and 
simple approach that can effectively guide schools in their initial steps toward promoting family 
engagement.  
Small Changes 
 Change takes time, but you must start somewhere. It is okay to start small. Padak and 
Rasinski (2010) believe that one of the most effective ways to improve classroom and school 
culture is through small changes. They believe that over time, the small changes will result in a 
big difference. Making all families feel welcome is one small change that can go a long way 
toward improving classroom and school culture. If families are going to become active 
participants in their children’s education, they first need to feel that they are welcomed and 
valued by the school, teachers, and community. Another important small change that can result 
in making a big difference is effective communication between families and the school. When 
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effective communication occurs, it will often result in more positive relationships and more 
consistent resolutions to problems (Padak & Rasinski, 2010). Big change does not occur 
overnight and both schools and families need to be willing to work together to make change 
happen. If schools and families understand that change is a continual process that develops over 
time, it will go a long way towards the long-term outcome of family engagement. 
Building Connections 
To receive the benefits of having strong family engagement in schools, it is necessary to 
form strong connections between families and the school. Researchers Dikkers and Catapano 
(2013) identified ways in which schools can improve involvement by building connections. 
Through assisting families with parenting, schools can help families understand the child 
development process and schools can provide families incite in how they can support their 
children academically. Schools can also provide an opportunity for parents, school staff, and 
community organizations to gather as a resource for supporting parenting. An event like this 
could be made available once a month in a school’s media center or library (Dikkers & 
Catapano, 2013).  
When it comes to learning at home, schools can provide parents with information on how 
they can support their students at home and be involved in curriculum conversations with their 
students (Dikkers & Catapano, 2013). By sending home information on curricular content, 
parents will be able to support the work of teachers by having conversations with their students 
about the academic work that they are doing. For strengthening communication, it all about 
generating two-way communication. Schools can seek out ways to gather more information 
about the families they are working with. Using surveys, schools can find out what the needs of 
families are and how parents can assist in meeting the school’s needs (Dikkers & Catapano, 
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2013). Schools need to keep lines of communication open to parents and let parents know if they 
have concerns, they can reach out to the school. An example of this could be helping parents be 
comfortable reaching out to school staff if they are unable to meet as specific meeting times and 
they can request a time that works better for them (Dikkers & Catapano, 2013).  
Involving parents in the decision-making process is another key to building connections 
between families and schools (Dikkers & Catapano, 2013). Schools can look for ways to have 
parents for input on school decisions and include them on school committees. Parent’s from 
diverse backgrounds should be encouraged to take part. A potential committee that could be 
generated would be a community-school team that includes various stakeholders from school 
members, parents, and community members (Dikkers & Catapano, 2013). 
A great way for parents to make a direct impact on the schools is through volunteer 
opportunities (Dikkers & Catapano, 2013). These opportunities could be at school, at home, or in 
the community. Schools can look for ways to recruit and train parents in ways that they can 
volunteer their support for the school and students (Dikkers & Catapano, 2013). Each family is 
different and how they can support and connect to the school will vary. Schools have a 
tremendous opportunity to organize and provide potential opportunities for families to get 
involved and make connections. 
Qualities of Effective Leaders 
 When growing family engagement programs, having leaders with the right qualities can 
help encourage the growth and development of the programs. Auerbach (2009) conducted a 
qualitative study that looked at the qualities of four school administrators who showed strong 
leadership qualities in their school and community. Data was collected through in-depth 
interviews and the use of triangulation with field notes to increase validity. The study also used 
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models of role construction, opportunities to lead for school-community connections, and social 
justice leadership to identify ways in which leaders can use these categories to help improve 
family engagement (Auerbach, 2009). 
 The study (Auerbach, 2009) found there to be several key similarities that all the leaders 
shared concerning their approach to family engagement. The leaders were actively involved in 
initiating and planning activities for families. The leaders had the mindset that they wanted to be 
active participants and not simply an overseer of the process. The leaders were also motivated by 
ethical commitments. Believing that it was their job and priority to do well by the parents and 
children of their school. Having strong knowledge of their communities helped the leaders in 
identifying what supports were needed (Auerbach, 2009). The overall theme of the leaders was 
that they were actively involved in the collaboration process with their school and the families in 
their community. By being an involved leader, it makes one’s actions more significant and 
impactful when developing family engagement programs.  
 Oftentimes in schools, the principal is someone in a leadership position that can have a 
strong impact on family involvement. Principals should strive to create an inviting climate to 
encourage family involvement (Hoover-Dempsey et al., 2005). If a principal is committed, 
visible, and active they are going to be more effective in supporting the strong school and family 
relationships (Hoover-Dempsey et al., 2005).  
Supporting Culturally Diverse Families 
 Different countries and cultures have different expectations when it comes to school and 
family involvement (Suarez-Orozco, Onaga, & Lardemelle, 2010). It is important that when 
working with families of students, who come from various backgrounds, to be mindful of the 
potential differences. Reaching out to these families and involving them can be a beneficial way 
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to assist a student in their adjustment process (Suarez-Orozco et al., 2010). Schools can 
encourage open dialogue while making it clear that the school intends to be on the same team as 
the families. Schools can help families in identifying resources in the area such as English-
language instruction, parent support groups, or bilingual/bicultural leaders. Various instruction or 
groups could be offered at a school’s campus to increase families’ presence and comfortability 
with a school (Suarez-Orozco et al., 2010).  
 There are also many schools across the country that work with families and parents that 
do not speak or read English (Epstein & Voorhis, 2010). In these situations, schools and parents 
must work together to overcome these challenges. Potential options include identifying 
interpreters and translating materials so families can understand. Schools and families may need 
to come up with unique and creative ways to help get these families involved (Epstein & 
Voorhis, 2010).  
 Research (Dotson-Blake, 2010) shows that roles, structures, and functions of school-
family partnerships differ between the United States and Mexico. Schools need to identify ways 
in which they can help bridge this gap for students and their families. To increase engagement 
among Latino immigrant families, non-traditional engagement practices have shown to be 
effective (Dotson-Blake, 2010). These non-traditional engagement practices may include parent-
led culture fairs, community improvement initiatives based within a school, history sharing by 
community members at the school, or a host of other activities that take place in a neutral 
environment. These neutral environments can help Latino families become more comfortable 
and invested in the school. As families become more comfortable and invested in the school, this 
puts them in a better position to support their children’s academics, leading to improved 
academic outcomes (Dotson-Blake, 2010).   
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Community Dialogues 
 As schools become more diverse and community demographics continue to change, 
communities, schools, and families will be stronger if they work together (Dotson-Blake, 2010). 
Community dialogues are intergroup conversations that give individuals within a community the 
opportunity to openly and safely communicate about race relations (Cook, Shah, Brodsky, & 
Morizio, 2017). The group is generally made up of numerous members of the community that 
come from various racial, ethnic, and cultural backgrounds. Cook et al. (2017) researched how 
these dialogues could be a valuable tool for creating lines of communication between schools 
and the community. The research was done through a qualitative study that relied on the theory 
of Critical Race Theory in Education (CTRE). CTRE guided the implementation of the 
dialogues, interviews, and analyses between a diverse group of school and community members 
(Cook et al., 2017).  
 The findings show that community dialogues can be an effective approach for schools 
and families to combat existing barriers to school and family engagement (Cook et al., 2017). 
The community dialogues resulted in increased awareness, community building, collective 
agency to promote change, and individual empowerment. The findings also showed that 
community dialogues do an effective job of promoting both racial equity and equality within the 
group (Cook et al., 2017). The results are important to all sides when working to eliminate 
various barriers that exist. Community dialogues could be used in all schools and communities 
no matter what the racial, ethnic, or cultural background of its members is. The racial equity and 
equality that it promotes is a potential key foundation that schools could use when they are 
working to encourage family engagement. Schools and families need to focus on ways that 
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culturally inclusive partnerships can be formed to meet the needs of children (Dotson-Blake, 
2010). 
Communicating with Parents 
Effectively communicating with families is an important part of improving family 
engagement. Johnson et al. (2004) identified a series of strategies that schools can use to better 
communicate with families. The first and most important strategy is developing the initial 
relationship. None of the other strategies will be effective if a strong relationship is not formed 
(Johnson et al., 2004). Two-way communication should be based upon a combination of mutual 
respect and trust (Raffaele & Knoff, 1999). To form this initial relationship, teachers should 
introduce themselves to their student’s families (Johnson et al., 2004). This can be done in 
several ways such as sending out a letter, setting up a meeting on the phone or in person, or 
during a back to school night (Johnson et al., 2004). It is better to be proactive and get to know 
parents early. This will help when issues arise because they will already have a rapport built. If 
the first contact is made only when problems arise, this sets for a negative first interaction with 
families (Johnson et al., 2004). As the parents get to know the teacher better, they will have a 
greater understanding of what the teacher’s goals are for their child and this can better equip 
parents to help their child succeed (Grolnick & Slowiaczek, 1994). 
Another strategy to improve communication is the use of handbooks (Johnson et al., 
2004). A handbook provides families with an overview of the classroom and it gives them a 
source to ask questions from. A handbook can include information such as rules, philosophy, 
major activities, ways to contact the teacher, and a typical day in the classroom (Johnson et al., 
2004). An intervention like this might be more useful to individuals working at the elementary 
level where students are primarily in one classroom throughout the school day. In school 
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buildings where students have numerous classrooms and teachers, it may be best to have one 
handbook for that specific building or grade level.  
Similarly, announcements for specific situations is a valuable communication tool that 
schools can use (Johnson et al., 2004). Announcements could be made about special activities, 
events, or points of interest that are going on in a classroom. Families can be notified about the 
purpose of the activity or how it could be expanded upon at home. Some possible mediums in 
which announcements could come through include a note home, an email, or a school’s 
website/online page (Johnson et al., 2004).  
A common and effective way of communicating with families is through a regular 
newsletter (Johnson et al., 2004). A newsletter could be a way to update families on what has 
been going on in a school. Information on upcoming events or specific accomplishments or 
classes could also be recognized in a newsletter. A newsletter could be a school-wide effort or 
for a specific teacher or class (Johnson et al., 2004).  
Also, regular progress reports can be helpful when communicating with families 
(Johnson et al., 2004). Keeping families updated on the progress and accomplishments of their 
children is important. Progress reports could be used weekly, monthly, or quarterly to engage 
families. Students could be asked to log activities during the day or week and parents could be 
asked to sign off on a log approving the activity (Johnson et al., 2004). This would allow parents 
to be updated on various things their children are doing in schools. 
Lastly, regular notes home can be used to improve communication with families 
(Johnson et al., 2004). This can be a simple and informal way of highlighting something positive 
going on at school. A note home can be simple and brief, like pointing out success from a 
student. Families will like to hear about it, and it may give them a more positive view of the 
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school or teachers (Johnson et al., 2004). If schools can take a few of these recommendations for 
improving communication with families, it would go a long way toward improving family 
engagement in schools. 
Inviting Parents to be Involved 
 When members of the school community invite parents to become involved, it acts as a 
motivator for parents because it shows them that parent participation is welcome, valuable, and 
expected (Hoover-Dempsey et al., 2005). The three most important sources that these invitations 
can come from are the school, teachers, and students. The school lets parents know that they are 
welcome to be at the school and it is expected. Schools must commit to establishing a 
partnership with families for invitations to be effective. Teacher invitations can help parents 
understand the positive impact that their involvement can have on their child’s learning. Parents 
are looking for ideas on how they can help their children learn. When teachers use specific, well-
crafted, and sensitive invitations to get parents involved, it helps meet what parents are looking 
for. Student invitations are important for several reasons and have shown to be an effective way 
to prompt parental involvement. Student invitations help prompt parental involvement by 
motivating parents to respond to their specific learning needs. Many parents wish to be 
responsive to their child’s needs and by being invited to be involved in their educational success, 
it meets this need (Hoover-Dempsey et al., 2005). Students that are confident in school and feel 
that they have control over outcomes, may also be more likely to push their parents to get 
involved in school (Grolnick & Slowiaczek, 1994). The process of inviting parents to become 
engaged in their child’s education is a group effort that involves schools, teachers, and students. 
It is important that invitations for parent involvement not only come from a variety of 
sources, but they also come with a full range of suggestions (Hoover-Dempsey et al., 2005). This 
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is helpful for parents in deciding how and when they can get involved. Specifically, there should 
be suggestions for parents who may think that they don’t have the skills to assist their children in 
school (Hoover-Dempsey et al., 2005). Especially as students get into high grades, instruction 
and ideas for how parents can help are needed. (Hoover-Dempsey et al., 2005). It is important to 
reiterate that all parents can provide support and value to their child’s learning by getting 
involved in their child’s education. 
 Finding ways to grow and develop family engagement in schools should be the priority of 
schools and families everywhere. There are a variety of options available to do this, but 
individual schools and families must determine what works best for them. It is a group effort and 
requires teamwork from schools, families, and students. 
Conclusion and Implications 
 Family engagement in schools has long been a topic of discussion and research. There is 
a consensus among researchers that increasing family engagement will lead to a better overall 
educational performance from students (Epstein, 1987; Carlisle et al., 2005). Although there is 
significant evidence on how schools can promote family engagement, it is still unclear what 
many of the best ways are. The current literature does well in describing characteristics of family 
engagement and common barriers, but to gain a complete understanding of how family 
engagement in schools can be promoted, further research needs to look at various measures that 
have proven to be effective. Schools and families must be able to work together to determine the 
strategies that best fit their specific circumstances. 
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Training Materials for Administration 
 The goal of this training is to raise school staff awareness of the need and value of 
effective family engagement practices in school. The training materials on the following pages 
include a training overview, a PowerPoint presentation, evaluation forms, ASCA’s statement 
regarding school counselor and school-family-community partnerships, staff and family 
involvement surveys, and a staff family engagement checklist. The PowerPoint presentation 
covers the value, characteristics, and barriers to family engagement in schools. The presentation 
also provides ways in which school staff can work to improve and encourage family engagement 
in schools. The training materials are designed for a general K-12 school to use but can be 
modified to fit the needs of your school district. 
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Appendix I: Staff Survey on Parent Involvement 
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Appendix J: Parent Involvement in School Survey 
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